DISSERTATIONS ON SHOP WINDOW DAMEN 


How the UBL almost 400,000 


(Internet Archive) would 


Old science in 


That collection was special in three respects: it 
was disgustingly large (four kilometers of 


It doesn't happen often, but take over the dissertations. bookshelf), uncatalogued and full of treasures. 


both at 18 
September as on 9 


newspaper (NRC) reported “with it 


by 

a Dutch university library 
(that of Leiden University). 
At first the tone was 
negative: the library was 


Jos Damen highlights the 


background 
In October 2024, a national grounds for this 


on a proposed action taken WE, 


In 2005 | had a rough inventory made (name 
of university, years kept). | spent a few days 
sniffing around the collection and quickly 
found undiscovered dissertations by Albert 
Einstein, Marie Curie and J. Robert 
Oppenheimer, fifty more scientific 
masterpieces and the first books by Nobel 
Prize winners. | made an exhibition about it 
Ä(together with Anton van der Lem, Marten 
Hofstede and Kasper van Ommen) and put 
ogether a booklet (Hora est! We discuss 
fations, 2005) — with contributions about this 
Picollection and dissertations in general. | hoped 
hat this would provide an impetus for better 
use (and a possible structured approach) of 
he collection. 


The economy, stupid! 

|l also did that because | knew that one day the 
ind would blow differently. Money often 
Birumps knowledge, and 400,000 uncatalogued 
dis 


The collection of dissertations in Leiden (2024) 


Leiden: 1580-1990 

Dissertations are a strange scientific 
phenomenon. They are books written by 
scientists at the beginning of their careers, 


Photo Jos Dame 


intending to dispose of 
400,000 dissertations 

to throw. Later came the 
positive twist: internet 
millionaire Brewster Kahle 


often on ultra-specialized topics such as parts 
of quantum theory or North Korean images in 
Africa. But at the same time, dissertations 

show new directions in scientific research and 


Four kilometers of bookshelf 

In a previous life | was (until 2006) head of 
circulation and warehouse at the Leiden 
University Library. | knew the collection of 


‘foreign dissertations!’ in Leiden quite well. 


special action. 


to provide an impetus doing this since its inception 
for better use (and a 

possible structured 

approach) of the 


collection’ 

they clearly indicate the direction 

in which that research is going. 

Libraries collected these theses or photo Jos Dame" 


Jos Damen 
Head of library & ICT 
from the African Studies Center, 


Leiden University dissertations, and by trading direction in 1575. This happened 
copies with other libraries, they _ for four centuries, until about 1990, 
booklet received many books on surprisingand from 1580 onwards, 400,000 The dissertations of Marie Curie, Albert 


, Einstein and J. Robert Oppenheimer 
| hoped research almost for free. The mainly German and French theses nain in Leiden 


library in Leiden has also been came into Leiden's possession. 
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pulped theses 


of sold out … … 


Cover of the booklet Hora est! (2005) action, through Bart Funnekotter, below 


in NRC about that proposed 


French universities (750 meters of books from Europe 


HoRA EST! Parisian dissertations!) and 45 across the ocean to 
percent of German universities, Pennsylva nia trans 

plus dozens of meles of books the po rter?' 

rom Russia, Algeria, Stellenbosch, the catchy headline: ‘Leiden 
Buenos Aires, Princeton, Estonia, University Library to pulp 400,000 


Poland and beyond. If you digitize dissorkians Shevasiest 
hat, you make visible a wealth of salutiont. 


old, mainly European, science. 


Pulp 400,000 books? 

he collection was looked at in 
Leiden, but flat thinking won. On 
September 16, 2024, an (initially 
only Dutch) 

lig!) press release, under the title: 
‘In September 2024, Leiden 
sertations cost a few thousand University Libraries (UBL) will 
euros per year due to storage dispose of a collection of theses 
costs and the space they take up. | om foreign universities from after 
think the collection is worth that 1850'. In september? That was 


money, if you are going to do wai 
thin tw ks! T lat 
anything with the dissertations. NL GAD WEERSE TMO RAVEN 


Digitization, for example, with kik 

European subsidies. Because this 

collection has European Holy Grail 

significance. 45 percent of the | received that nasty press release 

on September 11th. At the UBL 

Dissertations from Princeton they knew how much this 
ien. ‘Why dissertation collection was close to 

collection came from would Inter my heart. That same day, | vented 


about the state of affairs on a 
closed discussion list of 


net Archive 350.000 


bookworms, internet geeks and _ collection of foreign dissertations knowledge on earth available. She flying the flag for Kahle and his 
publishers. Within two days | from the UBL. Well done! does this very well: Internet right-hand man Liz Rosenberg. By 
received ten responses, three of Archive has now archived 835 - ì and coming up with 


which were serious: on September billion web pages, but also digitally Internet Archive is the 
12 from Ithaka/JSTOR, on the Internet Archive stored 44 million books and 15 this bizarre story. 
same day from Clarivate Why on earth would the Internet million audio recordings. However, 

(ProQuest Dissertations) and on Archive ship 350,000 books from the entire collection is rather is article including links 
September 13 from Brewster Europe across the ocean to English-language oriented, and 


Kahle of Internet Archive. Because Pennsylvania? (l estimate 350,000 now the Internet Archive is Pfessional.nl. < 


| have not worked at the UBL for copies, because the dissertations acquiring hundreds of thousands 
eighteen years, | could not do from the 1580s to 1850 are of serious French and 

much more than give them all the Fortunately, they do in Leiden.) German-language books in one 
factual information and refer them That costs a few thousand euros infell swoop. That may cost a fortune 


to the UBL. | did that of course, transport costs, doesn't it? — and Brewster Kahle has deep 
because the collection is a holy Moreover, the Internet Archive pockets. If the Internet Archive 
grail for me. And luckily it had wants to digitize the books and actually succeeds in digitizing the 
results. On October 8, the Leiden that will also cost several million. books and making them openly 
library proudly announced that the The answer is simple: the available, 

Internet Archive will take over the organization wants to make all that is a major achievement. I'm 
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